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One

Alexandria, 1939

‘Dammit, they’ve gone!’ Thomas Scorton lifted the flap of his tiny tent with a trembling hand and peered at the rising column of desert sand which was the only evidence of the truck whose driver had promised him a lift to Cairo. His head throbbed in rhythmic counterpoint to the creak of the harness of the blindfolded water buffalo, already at its day’s work walking round and round the well. ‘Blighters have left me,’ he muttered.

‘Fear not, old boy.’ Creasing his eyes against the early sun, the thin man beside him smiled down at Thomas and thrust a tin cup of coffee into his hand. ‘Here, drink this and be calm. Those blighters have left you here because I told them to. Said I’d wait for you to stir your lazy bones and then give you a lift.’

Thomas took the coffee in his right hand. With his left he scrambled in his breast pocket for his spectacles, put them on his nose and peered at the man. Stephen something. Yes. That was his name. Thomas had spent the whole of yesterday evening with this Stephen something, drinking dusty whisky and talking, talking . . . about what?

About Alexandria of course. Always Alexandria. About his parents who lived there, adopted into the bosom of the family of a merchant who dealt in rugs and exotic feathers. And he had babbled on about his sister, of course; about his ancient grandmother in England: ‘Don’t tell me there ain’t gonna be a war, Stephen, is that your name? Because she knows there is.’ He had grasped this Stephen’s collar, too tight. ‘Her factory’s on flat-out production. Shells rattling off the line like hailstones, according to my old grandma.’

The other man had eased away from Thomas’s choking grip and filled his glass, smiling faintly. ‘No argument from me on that one, old man. I’m dying for it. Sure to need pilots, aren’t they?’

And Thomas could remember going on about his Aunt Mara, who was a teacher and wrote the famous ‘Tommy’ stories for children. Even Stephen had heard of her.

‘But you’re going in the wrong direction for Alexandria,’ he protested now, squeezing his bleary eyes against the penetrating white light. ‘That was a proper lift I hitched, you know. To Cairo, I have customers there. Some deals to fix . . .’

‘We agreed to travel together last night, old son. You were telling me all about your sister, and those objects you deal in. I told you I thought I knew a buyer. Buyers. I told you I’d fly you back to Alex and we could look at some samples from your store. Then we’ll go across to Cairo in the time it’d take you to trundle up there in that truck. We’ll get the stuff and you’ll have a buyer ready made. And you’d lose no time. You contracted me for the job. Remember?’

‘Your aeroplane?’ Thomas clapped a hand on his sore head, then pushed his blunt fingers through his tangled black hair. ‘An aeroplane, you say?’

The other man nodded. ‘The Dragonfly. My little beauty. I told you all about her.’

‘Contracted? Did I say that? Can’t remember a thing. To be truthful my sister and I run this little business on a shoestring. I can’t see how we could afford the cost of a charter . . .’

‘We agreed that too. Subsistence costs and a proportion – say ten per cent – of anything you make on this deal, selling the pots on to those so-called cultured travellers who want to pretend they’ve dug them up themselves.’ Stephen lifted the tin jug and filled Thomas’s coffee cup to the brim.

Thomas shook his head. ‘I must have talked a lot. Too much,’ he groaned. The bitter coffee was clearing his head now and he looked again at the man who seemed to have attached himself to him, wondering if he would count as a ‘waif or stray’. His sister Kay was always complaining about him bringing home waifs and strays. But no. This man was no waif. He was softly spoken, a trace of Irish in his voice; respectable; he had quite a bit of charm, in fact. He was the proprietor of an airline . . . well, an aeroplane . . . And neatly turned out, even in his desert dust.

But still, Kay might call him a stray. Thomas could hear himself, as usual, making protesting explanations to his sister, which would sound like apologies.

Kay Scorton closed her eyes and curved her hands round the ancient pot, not quite touching it. She allowed her palms to tingle with the physical sense of the potter who had thrown this pot on his primitive wheel fifteen hundred years before. When she lifted it to her cheek she could smell the old heat and hear the camel-driver’s distant cry. She pressed her palms harder on to the old dry clay, sharing with the maker the sense of gladness that the job was finished, as this was the twentieth pot he had thrown that day. Above all now the potter was thirsty and what he wanted most in the world was a drink of cool water.

She blinked and put the pot down, glancing at the closed door. It wouldn’t do for Thomas and the others to know that she actually felt the maker of these things. That she could now sense individual potters with unique quirks in the rounded feel of their wares. That she could sense the potter’s joy that now he could brighten his creations with this newfangled thing called glaze.

It was sufficient for them to know that she could date them by instinct. This had proved useful, as she and Thomas trawled the bazaars for items they knew they could sell on. The methods of work had changed little over the millennia, so often new pots would be presented as the work of the ‘old ones’. But she knew. One of her notes of confirmation had some currency in the shaky world of antiquities dealing. She picked up her pen and wrote neatly on a small piece of cardboard: 1350BC, Suleiman. She had no way of identifying individual makers so she gave them invented names. Taking a wisp of twine from a crowded shelf she tied the label carefully to the rim of the bowl.

The bead curtain rattled and her mother swept in, bringing with her the dry scents of the market: sandalwood, saltpetre and spice. ‘Now then, dear, hard at it?’

Kay sat back and twisted her spine this way and that to ease her aching muscles. Before her were thirty pots and dozens of smaller items of bead and carved jewellery. All of them were neatly labelled.

Leonora sat at the other end of the work-table in a flowing cotton dress which was half Egyptian, half old-fashioned Edwardian day dress, designed by herself to keep her cool and covered in the sometimes oppressive heat of the city. ‘Well?’ she said. ‘And how are you on this sublime morning?’

Kay smiled. ‘Stiff and sore with sitting here, but sublime apart from that.’

Leonora touched one of the lines of pots. ‘It’s a mystery to me how you dig all these up.’

Her daughter frowned. ‘We don’t dig them up. That’s the point, surely? They flow towards us. They’re out there, in the houses and the markets. People come to us with them.’ Her tone was defensive. Sam, her father, a much more expert archaeologist, had been very critical when she and Thomas started to trade in the flotsam and jetsam of the antiquities market. But the money she made from this trade was important to them all now, more important than ever.

Her mother had always acknowledged this. ‘Wherever they come from they’re lifesavers.’ Leonora stood up. ‘Will you come along and see your Poppa, love? Ali is pouring the lemonade.’ There was a note of pleading in her voice.

Kay hesitated. ‘Well, I . . . Yes. Yes, of course I will.’ She linked arms with her mother and they walked out of the narrow house, past the fine wrought-iron door of their friend Mr Kohn, who traded in rugs and exotic feathers, and on to the next small house which was her mother’s home and had been her own until a year ago when Mr Kohn, a brisk sharp man, had let her and Thomas have the other house to trade from and live in.

One way or another they were all pensioners of Mr Kohn, who continued to show great kindness to the Scortons. Many years ago Kay’s father Sam had done some favour for a relative of his and this was never forgotten. Mr Kohn was very fond of Sam and had been elaborately grief-stricken when his old friend had been struck down so cruelly by a paralysing stroke.

Sam looked up from his long chair in the back courtyard, his first smile as always for Leonora. He held his good hand up in congenial greeting to Kay. Leonora smiled gaily at him. ‘You’re looking so much better, Sam. The air’s a bit fresher today, I think.’

He nodded and made a gesture to Kay who took a stool beside her father and waited while Ali, another product of Mr Kohn’s munificence, poured lemonade on to ice which cracked and clicked as the warm liquid surged around it.

Kay endured it as long as she could, then stood up saying abruptly that she had to go. There was much to do. She charged towards the door, her head turned away to hide the tears which had started to flow.

Her mother caught up with her in the alley outside. ‘Kay, are you all right?’

Kay pushed the tears off her face with her hand and sniffed. ‘Fine. I’m fine. Just got the sneezes in there.’

‘Sam sent you a message.’ Only Leonora could understand the painfully twisted sounds that came from Sam’s mouth. Sometimes, looking at her father’s stricken body, Kay thought her mother made it up.

She sniffed. ‘Message?’

‘He said it’s not so bad on the inside as it looks on the outside.’

‘Did he?’

‘Honestly. That’s what he said.’ Her mother paused. ‘Between you and me, I hope that’s true. Perhaps he just said it to be kind. To help you. He’s like that.’

‘Mmm.’

They avoided looking at each other, focusing on the camel which was making its delicate sponge-footed way down the narrow street, lurching to one side now and then, and catching its load of grass on the rough clay walls mended here and there with scurvy patches of plaster. ‘Really. It is our old Sam in there, you know. He still makes the most crass jokes. We still recall the old times.’ Leonora’s voice was soft in Kay’s ear.

‘But . . .’ Kay left it at that. She still could not reconcile that massive slumped figure with the energetic, robust, surprisingly subtle character of her father. Finally, unable to hold back, she burst out, ‘How can you love him? How can you love him, like that?’

They stood with their backs flat against the wall to let the camel through, taking in his extra smell with the stench of the alley. ‘Oh, you’re such a clever girl, Kay, so shrewd dealing with all those pots, so businesslike.’ She laughed. ‘Just like your grandma, though that can’t be proximity when you think how long it is since you’ve seen her.’ She ducked as the camel’s load of grass seemed just about to tip on her. Miraculously, the camel swayed the other way and the danger passed. ‘But you don’t know about . . . this thing with me and Sam. How it is to love someone for so long. To share so much.

‘I’ve loved him since I was a little girl, you know?’ she went on softly. ‘We were like brother and sister, Sam and I. But even when we were little he was my knight in shining armour. Then, when we were older, quite old in fact, we conceived such a passion for each other that its heat would have forged all the steel in the world. Of course we lost that time together, when I went to England. Sam always said it was worth while, that he admired me for it, and I try not to regret it. But it is hard.’

‘That time’ was a period in the late twenties and thirties when Leonora, sickened with the decadence of Alexandrian life and her own uselessness there, had taken Kay and Thomas to England to school. Once there, she became involved in radical politics and stayed on for seven years. Always Sam was going to come home after her, but the fascination with Egypt and archaeology kept him one year and then another. Then, missing him too much, they had all returned, and Leonora resigned herself afresh to the confined, expatriate life which had so frustrated her in earlier years.

‘Even with a continent between us, we felt together, Sam and I. Now, the way he is, that thing which has happened to his body, is nothing in comparison. We communicate without speaking. We make love without touching. This thing makes no difference.’

Kay was facing her mother now in the deserted alley. She searched hard in Leonora’s face for signs that she was making it all up to comfort them both, to comfort herself. There were none. Kay shook her head. ‘I don’t understand,’ she said.

Leonora touched her cheek. ‘You’re too young, sweetheart,’ she said, looking at her young daughter, sturdy and boyish with her cropped hair and desert trousers. ‘You are too young for all that. You have lots of time.’

Later that day, when Kay had tidied her table and entered the details of all the pots, complete with provenance, small drawings and possible values, into her big ledger, she went to sit in the shade of the high-walled courtyard. She took two bites from the melon which Ali had left in a bowl on the rickety little table for her, and put her head against the high back of the chair.

Her father, Sam, danced back into her mind: always burly yet light on his feet; always laughing in those very deep tones. She could see him putting his hand on one cheek as he discussed business with Mr Kohn. Talking energetically about some ‘dig’ he was helping to ‘fix’, where some eminent archaeologist was sifting the sands to access more and more of their ancient mystery, slicing flesh off the bones of history with a very fine knife.

Thomas had originally worked alongside their father, fixing trips and locations for the scattering of amateur and semi-professional archaeologists who inhabited this part of the Middle East like leeches. Thomas, though slight, proved to be very strong and could toil alongside Egyptian workmen with ease. Sam prided himself on limiting the damage ham-fisted amateurs might do.

The archaeologists were a mixed bunch, involved in that game for all sorts of reasons. But Sam, the local man, the ‘fixer’, loved best of all the men who used the objects they found to weave lyrical tales about the lives of the old ones. These men, he would say, were tracing a poetic truth about the importance and dignity of human experience.

Sam had no time for antiquity hunters, tricksy individuals who saw it all as a kind of sport and the objects as trophies. So he was disgusted when Kay and Thomas started to sell the objects coming down from the old ones to travellers, who would later profit greatly from them in their own country.

Thomas, who was too much in awe of Sam to find him comfortable to work with, was pleased these days to be working with his sister, out of his father’s burly shadow. In their little business they could make a tidy bit of money.

Kay closed her eyes and smiled slightly. In fact it was this very despised money which, after Sam’s stroke, had kept them all afloat and marginally independent of Mr Kohn’s admittedly willing charity.

It was hot in the courtyard and she must have fallen asleep because she jumped wildly when a pair of hands clapped themselves over her eyes. She fought to move the intrusive hands – which she knew to be her brother’s – away from her face. The night had turned the courtyard pitch dark here and very chilly. She had recognised the feel and shape of her brother’s hands, but did not recognise the face of the man before her, standing in the beam of lamplight from the open bead curtain.

He was tall and very slender with the dried, faintly golden skin of a European who has spent a long time around the desert. His eyes were strangely silvery, as was his hair, which, white as torchlight, caught the glow from the open door.

She twisted round to look at her brother. ‘Thomas! You’re supposed to be in Cairo!’

He grinned and pushed his glasses back up his nose. ‘No I’m not. I’m here. And guess what? I came by aeroplane. Stephen here gave me a lift.’

Furiously she jumped up. ‘Oh, you! Always bringing home w—’ She was stopped by the enigmatic light in the stranger’s eye. She blushed. ‘Where’re your manners, Thomas?’

‘Oh, sorry!’ Her brother came round from behind the chair. He smiled comfortably at her. ‘My sister, Miss Kay Scorton, Stephen, though to be honest you might mistake her for my brother in this light.’

Kay was acutely conscious, then, of her breeches and her cropped hair. She put out her hand. ‘How d’you do?’ she said stiffly.

‘And Kay, this is Stephen . . . er . . . I tell you what, old man, never did hear your name.’

The stranger grasped Kay’s hand in his. ‘Stephen Fitzgibbon, Miss Scorton. Delighted to make your acquaintance. Haven’t I heard so much about you?’

Kay shot a killing glance at her brother. She pulled her hand away from the stranger’s. ‘There’s nothing to know, Mr Fitzgibbon. Nothing at all,’ she said stiffly.

For a second the air was filled with the ululating sound of a voice – it was hard to tell whether it was in prayer or mourning – rising above the hubbub of the city. Kay shivered. Stephen Fitzgibbon coughed and turned to Thomas. ‘Perhaps we could go in, Thomas? You were telling me about these things you already have to sell?’

Before Kay could stop him, Thomas had bustled the man past her and down the passage into her little workroom, where her pots stood in neat rows on the long table. She stomped past that doorway and into her own little bedroom at the back. She banged the door and put a chair behind it before she sat on the bed.

The sound of their voices murmuring and muttering, the occasional yelp of laughter, made her more and more angry.

After a while Thomas came and rattled at the door, telling her to come out, to have tea with Stephen. She ignored him. The rattling stopped and the murmuring on the other side was more sedate. Then it stopped. She waited ten minutes then cautiously opened the door and moved down the corridor to the living room. The beads clicked as she pushed through the curtain and even in the pitch dark she knew her twin was sitting there.

‘No need to be rude, old girl. What on earth’s the matter with you?’ He was sitting on the long couch covered with kelims. His voice fluttered across to her in the darkness. She made her way unerringly across the floor and sat beside him, shoulder to shoulder.

‘It was the shock. And that man looming up like that. And you’ve been talking about me again. I can’t think what rubbish you were burbling out. And you took him into the workroom.’

‘It’s my place as well as yours,’ he said quietly.

‘I know. I know,’ she said. ‘But it was just . . . Who is he, Thomas?’

‘Stephen Fitzgibbon. He hires out this plane, The Dragonfly, he calls it, along with himself as pilot, to anyone who has light loads or items to move about the delta. He’s offered to buy some of our stuff himself, and transport it for us – you know, this fellow I’m to talk to in Cairo. If I have some pots there with me . . .’

‘We can’t afford to move them by plane.’

He explained Stephen’s profit-sharing idea.

‘There might be something in that,’ she said reluctantly. ‘But if he’s so useful, such a good businessman, why does he need to join up with us?’

Thomas chuckled. ‘Perhaps he likes the colour of my big blue eyes.’ He reached over and squeezed her hand. ‘Don’t take everything so seriously, Kay. What can we lose? At least it’s an idea worth trying.’

‘How do you know you can trust him?’

‘Come and find out. Talk to him. We’re to meet him at the Cecil for a drink in an hour. I promised you’d make up for your . . . shyness then.’

‘The Cecil? Oh Thomas, the money! You know we can’t—’

He put up his hands as though warding off blows. ‘On him, Sis, I promise you. On him.’

She put an arm through his where they sat. ‘Anyway, I’m not shy. What makes you say that to people?’

Kay gulped her lemonade and sat back with a certain relish. Stephen Fitzgibbon had not recognised her as he came into the broad mirrored entrance to the hotel. She watched him through the mirrors walking swiftly towards them, a tall gangly figure with a shock of white-silver hair, responding with a raised hand to greetings from various parts of the room.

She also saw herself in the mirrors: a figure of unrecognisable glamour. She had gone to her mother with the problem of what to wear. In the end she chose one of her mother’s flowing white Egyptian dresses. On Kay it only reached mid calf. She had clinched it on her small waist with an enamelled silver girdle, tied with tiny silver bells, and topped it with one of her mother’s deep fringed Persian shawls. She had brushed her hair hard to flatten it and caught it with a silver slide just above her left eyebrow. Her mother had helped her apply a bit of lip-rouge and made her parade for Sam, evoking a whistle of appreciation from his twisted mouth.

Here at the Cecil Hotel Stephen Fitzgibbon was not whistling, but he was looking at her as though she were made of marshmallow.

She settled back to watch this man whom she had known for a single afternoon. He looked so much younger when he started to laugh. She observed his narrow gawky shoulders, his thick tossed-back hair, his clear silvery gaze which seemed to be seeing you and thinking of quite another thing: far horizons from the cockpit of his bucketing plane, perhaps.

She caught her breath. In her nineteen years, twelve of them in this hot, flotsam-and-jetsam city, she had known quite a few very personable young men. But with her brother always at her side as boon companion and escort, she had been spared the problem of choosing any one person especially, and had never succumbed to the blandishments of men attracted by her strange combination of intelligence, toughness and untouched intensity.

In any case all social life in their family had ground to a halt when two planned digs were cancelled and Sam lost all their money and very soon after had this dreadful attack. In one way she had not been sorry. There had always seemed something ridiculous about bobbing along on the surface of this over-social and threateningly corrupt city. For Kay, the adventure of setting up the little business between her and Thomas was exciting enough. She had had her fill of being sociable.

But the scene here at the Cecil was not ‘being sociable’; this was different. The touch of Stephen Fitzgibbon’s hand as he shook hers and ushered her into her seat here renewed the sense of shock she had had when they first shook hands in the courtyard. It made her think of the hands of the potters whose bowls she handled every day. It had a familiar feel. It was as though she had known him for a thousand years. She tried to keep her face and body very still, so that she did not betray the strength of her feeling.

Stephen sat back in his fragile seat. ‘Can’t think why you like this city, Thomas. Too hot, the slimy heat from the water. These blasted insects. Give me Cairo any day.’ He flicked long narrow fingers against his own neck, disposing of an inquisitive fly which was replaced in a second by another one.

Thomas Scorton chuckled. ‘We grew up here, Kay and I. Anyway, Alexandria has its own . . . charm, shall we say? You know, rich buttressed against poor; Sudanese, Lebanese, Bedouin cheek by jowl with Egyptians, English and French. The way the dawn creeps in from the Eastern Marches . . . amazing dawns, colours that sink into your soul. Then the markets – have you ever seen the match of the fruit stalls, the colour . . .’

‘Whoa!’ Stephen put up a defensive arm. ‘I believe you. I believe you.’

Thomas, relaxed and delighted with his new friend, got up from his chair to harry the waiter into bringing more ice for their drinks. ‘Anyway, can’t be the first time you’ve been in Alexandria, old chap,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘You must have been here dozens of times, hopping around the dunes on that machine of yours, Dragonfly. Isn’t that what you call it?’

Stephen stayed silent, watching Thomas weave his way through the tables. Then he leant over towards Kay. ‘You have a very nice nose,’ he said.

She frowned and touched her nose with her own forefinger. ‘Nose?’

‘Your brother there said you had this great big nose and it could sniff out real pieces of the old stuff, antiquities, blindfold.’

‘I can do that all right. I inherited it from my father who has now retired. Good thing I can, too, or we’d not make a living,’ she said calmly. ‘But my nose is fairly normal, thank you very much.’

He leant forward even further and laid one of his thin fingers on it. ‘It’s a very beautiful nose.’

The touch of his fingers shocked her again, a tremor racing up through her hair, down her back and right to her heels. She pulled away. Her pale cheeks reddened. ‘He can be a fool, can Thomas.’

She waited for him to disagree, but he didn’t. He merely said, ‘He is very young, after all. Nineteen, is he? Eighteen? Sure, you couldn’t be more unlike. He says you’re twins?’

She nodded. ‘We might not be like each other but we know each other very well. More than brother and sister might, I think,’ she said, instantly regretting her tendency to take everything too seriously. He must think her very dull.

He shrugged. ‘I would not know, having neither mother nor father, sister nor brother. And my parents had no sisters or brothers so . . . alone I am in this cruel world. Except for a few Irish second cousins, that is.’

The words were light but they moved her. She couldn’t imagine life without Thomas, or without her mother and father carrying on the residue of their antiques trade and their own love story back in their untidy house. She couldn’t even imagine life without her grandmother or her Auntie Mara and Uncle Jean-Paul back in England. And these people she only knew now through letters. Her lip trembled, devastated. ‘An orphan. I’m sorry . . .’

He gave her a strange look, then coughed. ‘They . . . they say you never miss what you never had, Miss Scorton. My people died of influenza just after the Great War. Parents and my sister. I was just a nipper then. Grandparents brought me up in Ireland, out to the West there. Also dead now. Just a bit of money left to buy The Dragonfly. Freedom. Can’t get enough of it. First flew in India. Now here.’ His tone was sober. ‘But I envy you your twin, your brother. An alter ego. A friend on this earth. Ah.’ He switched on a smile at Thomas who was striding across the floor, a harassed man in a fez hurrying after him, splashes from his dish of ice slopping on to his snow-white djibbah. ‘Here’s the boy.’

The ice cued a more businesslike tone to their conversation. The talk was all about the transport of the precious cargo of pots and other small antiquities back up to Cairo where there were customers waiting. Kay, watching as Thomas polished his glasses and Stephen started to scribble figures on a notebook, allowed herself to relish the feeling: the shock of meeting this silver-gold man in a city where many of the Europeans were prematurely wrinkled, tired-faced and, at worst, debauched.

Stephen hunched forward now over his freshened drink, his smooth brow wrinkling. She realised they were both staring at her. ‘What?’ she said.

Thomas tapped her arm with his glasses. ‘Here am I telling old Stephen that you’re the businesslike one, the clever one, and there are you in a brown study or up a gum tree or something.’

She shook herself. ‘What was it?’

He thrust a notebook towards her. ‘Stephen reckons he can do the job, on a regular basis, for this much a trip – which we were paying for the truck anyway – and a percentage of our sell.’

She shook her head. ‘Don’t know that Ma and Pa would countenance it. Selling in such a hurry. They urge us to wait for the prices. Sometimes it takes months.’

Stephen shook his head. ‘Short-sighted. You watch. Within those months there’ll be all-out war back home and no one’ll be buying pots and votive items then. It’ll be guns and bombs, tanks and planes, spears and hatchets. Believe me.’

The two men were still staring at her. She shrugged. ‘Well, there would be no harm in trying once, would there? Or twice.’

Stephen stood up and pulled her to her feet so that he could shake her hand yet again. ‘A wonderful decision, Miss Scorton.’

She could sense him as a child, running the lanes in some village in the West of Ireland, hair yellow-blond then, blowing in the wind off the Atlantic.

‘I knew I was fated to work with old Thomas here the minute I saw his spectacles glittering in the light from the campfire.’ He paused, his hand tightening on hers. ‘And I knew I would work with you the minute he spoke of his very special sister. I might tell you you have no greater advocate.’ He paused, then said very slowly, ‘In fact, I suddenly feel the whole of my life has led to this moment, here meeting you.’

She stood very still for a moment, then Thomas clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Perhaps it was the gleam of my whisky bottle, don’t you think, old boy?’

Sam winked at Leonora, a painful screwing up of the side of his face which made her smile. She came and knelt by his side. ‘What is it, love?’

‘Young Kay and that man.’ The words, warped and meaningless to any outsider, were clear to her.

She nodded. ‘She is very taken with him. He seems quite charming. I like him.’

‘I was thinking of Russia.’ The words squeezed out of the stiff mouth.

Her hand tightened on his. In her mind’s eye she could see him, dressed in the ridiculous borrowed finery of a Caucasian officer, silver buckles rattling, riding towards her through the pines like some hero in an operetta. She could hear his voice: ‘The whole thing’s a disaster, Leonie. Idiots running the show . . . thousands of cartridges, none of which fit a Russian rifle . . . using sticks and stones against the Germans.’

She could feel his body enfolding her there among the pines, loving yet made frustratingly impotent by the tragedy unfolding around them. His voice in her ear, young and strong. ‘Even so I have missed you, darling girl.’

She felt again her own pain the next day when Sam had gone, and she had to return to the drama and the drudgery of nursing an army in full retreat, the cold seeping into her soul.

Now, in the dry heat of Alexandria, his hand turned in hers. ‘I have never loved you more than this,’ he said. ‘Not even in Russia.’

Three weeks later Kay Scorton and Stephen Fitzgibbon were married quietly at the house of the Irish consul, attended by a jubilant Thomas and a shocked, but tentatively pleased, Leonora. They all went back and had a quiet celebration in the courtyard of the little house. Sam sat smiling a twisted smile of delight, the dignified Mr Kohn, their only guest, beside him, smoking a cheroot.

In those three weeks, Stephen Fitzgibbon flew backwards and forwards to Cairo with Thomas, helping him to get good prices for his wares. The rest of the time he spent with Kay; sitting with her in the workroom as she handled and labelled her pots; walking in the streets past the old men playing chess and the water-carrier clashing his cups like cymbals and the boy carrying wild birds in a basket on his head; strolling past the shops in the rue Fuad; drinking rose-scented water in the café by the Goharri Mosque. To her own dawning surprise she felt easy in his presence and her heart leapt each time when she heard his swift light steps in the corridor.

So when Stephen talked of the war and assumed their marriage without asking her directly, Kay accepted the assumption with little question. With this war looming, it was better, surely, to marry now?

Her body told her this also, but she did not submit to his urgency until she had his ring on her finger. Then, properly married, when they made love in the little room behind her workroom she felt a circle click together; the click confirmed that they had done this together before, a thousand years ago. It was good then and was good now.

Those days in Alexandria before the war were lyrical for Kay and Stephen. In the shimmer of green, mauve, and red that hung in the very air they held hands as they strolled amongst the white-robed figures on the curving esplanade. They ate succulent water melon by street stalls. Gasping with the luck of finding each other, they reaped to the full the sensual opportunities of the city.

Kay continued her work with the old pots and objects, and Thomas and Stephen sold them to buyers eager to buy them up before war swept them away. The sense of urgency, of time running out, threaded an eager pattern in the air they breathed. Sometimes Kay flew to Cairo with Stephen, the little plane rattling low over the mountainous sandscape, as the dry desert wind drilled grit into their eyes.

But all of this came to an end suddenly one day when Leonora gathered them together to say she thought that they should return home to England before things got worse there. Kitty, her mother and the twins’ grandmother, was back there facing all this war business virtually unsupported. Leonora felt she should be with her. She paused. ‘Mind you, Sam says we will be safer here.’

Sam grunted.

‘He knows how much I worry about your grandmother. But he says we should stay.’

Sam grunted again.

Thomas said, ‘Well, I’m staying. There’ll be plenty to do here for the British war effort. The Germans are lurking around all over the place.’

Stephen wrinkled his nose at this. ‘Catch me skulking here when the action’s bubbling up over there! I told you they would need flyers, Thomas, and they’re shouting for them now,’ he said gravely. Then he kissed Kay on the nose. ‘I’m going, beloved girl. My Irish cousins will never forgive me for fighting for the English, but this I must do.’

She smiled uncertainly. ‘They will need pilots, I suppose.’

‘You come too. It’ll be a lark, darling.’

But in the end they all stayed and Stephen went on his own, leaving Kay struggling in the heat in the first sickening throes of pregnancy. Then the Germans marched into Poland and the seas were no longer safe. So she settled back in the heat with her brother and her parents. Her mother’s flowing dresses became very useful, adjusting and expanding over her growing girth. So she waited in her narrow house by the bazaar for the distant war to burn itself out and bring her husband, her silver-gold boy, back to her arms.

Patrizia Zagorski hauled herself back to her feet, brushed down her coat and pulled her hat further down on her head. A cart came trundling along in the narrow Vienna street and charged straight towards her. She leapt out of its way, off the cobbles straight back into the arms of the boy who had just tripped her up.

The boy was shorter than Patrizia but very strong. He gripped her tightly by her upper arms and drew his face close to hers before he hawked up some spit into his mouth and waited a terrible moment before he spat. At the last second she pulled her face hard to one side so the spit clung to her dark hair rather than her cheek.

His friends jeered. ‘Stay still, Jew girl.’

‘I am not Jewish. I am not,’ she wept.

He took her face in one hand then and turned it forcibly to show his three friends one by one. ‘Look at that face. What have we here?’

‘A Jew!’

‘A Jew!’

‘A Jew!’

‘Now, Jew girl’ – he thrust her away from him and she fell again on to the pavement – ‘you go home and look in your mirror. See the Jew girl staring out. And go and slit your wrists. That is the easy way.’ He took out a cigarette and lit it slowly, taking a very deep drag before he spoke, the smoke pouring out of his mouth with the words. ‘Stinks here, comrades, do you not think? Can you smell it? Pig. I cannot stand this. Let us go where the air is sweeter.’ He went off and the others followed him, the last two placing their big boots very deliberately on Patrizia’s sprawling wrist as they passed.

It took her a long time to get home, travelling ever upwards towards the Judenplatz, dodging down back alleys and over walls to avoid any roving groups of troublemakers. It was not just boys one had to be careful of, these days. Men and even women were enjoying the sport. It had been a group of both men and women who started this torment last year, when they broke all the windows and dragged people out of their homes and shops. Patrizia’s own mother was dragged out of her smart millinery shop in her high heels; a small nail-brush was thrown at her and she was made to scrub the cobbles till her polished finger-ends bled.

Her mother was in the room when Patrizia returned. She threw off her blanket and clucked over the state of her daughter, tearing petticoats to make a bandage for her arm, and carrying jugs of water to wash her sticky hair. She did not ask for details. She would ask later. The task now was to calm her daughter down, tend to her wounds.

The little storeroom where they lived these days was at the back of her mother’s boarded-up millinery shop. Patrizia had seen a lot of this room since she had finally been forced out of her school. When she first went there the teachers had delighted in her cleverness, and supported her suitability for a career in medicine. Towards the end those same teachers had avoided looking in her direction and had not protested when the other pupils tormented her, threw ink over her copy book and, once, put a rat in her satchel.

The storeroom was like a fortress. There were three bolts on the door and heavy bars at the window. The wide bed, which they shared, and where her mother spent most of her time, was crowded into it. There was a small table and a Primus stove on a window-sill. The corners of the room were piled to the ceiling with goods of every description: folded carpets, rolled tapestry curtains, boxes of silverware and crystal wrapped in fine linen sheets. There were finely worked footstools and elaborately framed pictures. All these things had been much more elegantly accommodated, of course, in their high-ceilinged apartment near the Opera Ring, long since confiscated.

Patrizia brushed her long hair and peered critically into the ornate mirror, a ludicrous object on the stained storeroom wall. It was true that her hair was dark, but her features were sharp, her eyes pale like her father’s. ‘I told them I was not Jewish, Mama.’

‘You are Jewish, child. I am Jewish. Your father’s mother was Jewish. So you are Jewish.’

‘But my father was—’ Her father had been Polish, a traveller selling the exotic feathers from the East which her mother used to such effect in her hats. His mother may have been Jewish but he was Catholic. Patrizia could remember the gold glinting off his crucifix as he swung her around and around so that the leaves on the trees about them blurred into a great green sea in the woods. That was the last day before he returned to Poland and vanished for ever into the East.

‘I am Jewish, so you are Jewish,’ her mother repeated. ‘Your stepfather was Jewish.’

‘But we do not go to temple, Mama. The rabbi will not visit us.’

‘That is no matter. That does not count.’ Her mother fitted a cigarette into her long ebony holder, lit it and took a draw, then narrowed her eyes against the invading swirls of smoke. ‘We must get you away from here, my dearest. We must. We have hung on here far too long.’

Patrizia’s stepfather and his brothers had been taken just three months ago. First arrested, then transported. So many people had gone, creeping away in the night, or torn from their beds by hard hands.

Patrizia put her hand on her mother’s. ‘You too, Mama. We will both go.’

Her mother shook her head. ‘I would not survive it, liebchen.’ She was very fragile now, skin and bone. The pneumonia brought on by the terrors of that night of crystal, when all the windows were broken, had broken her health irreparably.

She put down her cigarette and picked up her scissors, to continue the task she was completing when Patrizia came in. Tonight her fingers were busy unpicking the yellow stars from every one of their coats; the yellow stars which were the official endorsement of attacks such as Patrizia had had to endure tonight.

‘You will have to go yourself. You are young, you are strong,’ her mother repeated.

‘You too, Mama. You too,’ Patrizia said anxiously.

Her mother shook her head. ‘No, dearest. I have a man coming tonight. The nephew of an old customer of mine. His name is Gold.’ She laughed quietly and cast her eye over the bleak treasures heaped in the corners. ‘There was a scandal, some story about when he was a child. But now he is a scallywag, a greedy young man. That is not a very attractive quality but it can be useful in times of great need. We need such people now, the ones that you can buy.’
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